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IN MEMORIAM
John Putnam Merrill: 1917 to 1984
Editor's Note: The text below was presented April 14,1984 in
St. Peter's Church, Weston, Massachusetts, as a eulogy to
John Putnam Merrill who died April 4, 1984 in a boating ac-
cident while vacationing in the Bahamas. Dr. Merrill was Pro-
fessor of Medicine, Emeritus, at Harvard Medical School at
the time of his death.
Dear Colleagues and Friends,
John Merrill never stopped daring, in wartime or in more diffi-
cult times later during his academic career. His medical en-
deavors produced terrific achievements that he always wel-
comed with modesty. Did he not establish the rationale of a
safe and efficient dialysis? Remember: At that time this treat-
ment was scorned by many. They said that it was only good
for the Peter Bent Brigham Hospital because the artificial kid-
ney would never be something more than a deluxe toy for a
smart and restricted elite and of no use in other institutions.
Again this story is repeated when John Merrill supported Scrib-
ner during early attempts to treat chronic uremia. Did he not
successfully initiate kidney transplantation simultaneously with
Jean Hamburger and Jean Crosnier on the other side of the
ocean? Did he not pay thorough attention to hypertensive dis-
ease, then usually disregarded. More recently he was fasci-
nated by glomerular inflammation and its therapeutic control.
Unfortunately, John left nephrology before nephrology could
offer that supreme satisfaction.
During the last decades, there were few physicians, if any,
who brought as much as John Putnam Merrill to nephrology at
its early phase when it was a hopeless branch of medicine.
Thanks to him, nephrology includes confirmed and rational
treatments and thus can continue. The Nobel Committee did
not award him a prize he obviously deserved, But the entire
medical community and hundreds of thousands of patients owe
a lot to John Putnam Merrill. They owe him perhaps more than
to scientists crowned for a theory; they are clever but far from
being definitive. Here, at this ceremony it should be ex-
pressed, loudly, as a most grateful farewell of medical science.
A dedicated and handsome gentleman, John was as intellec-
tually elegant when debating as he was physically elegant when
skiing, sailing, singing, or playing the guitar. He had a strong
sense of America, perfectly well-balanced, free of any touch of
chauvinism. Because he knew that the world is one, he did
what was the best for the future of his country, that is, to ful-
fill all the intellectual goals and hopes that attracted fellows to
his laboratory, wheresoever they came from. When these fel-
lows returned home, they depicted John as a man of excel-
lence, with a natural nobility, a true outstanding example of the
best human being that traditional New England could raise.
To end, let the President of the International Society of
Nephrology briefly recall how important the comprehensive
help was that John brought to the Society.
Sometimes at variance with some of his colleagues and
friends, John was a "kind fairy," watching over the Inter-
national Spirit of Nephrology. He joined without reserve Jean
Hamburger and R. Mach when they organized the first Inter-
national Congress of Nephrology and thus the ISN was cre-
ated. Moreover, he and his team indefectibly contributed to the
journals of the Society, even during their tough early times.
He did it becaused he was certain that the basic sciences and
clinical investigations are the two arms of the same body, ra-
tional medicine.
He did it because his experience and his knowledge of man-
kind taught him that the roots of sciences are variegated, dif-
ferent from one country to the other, all of them deserving at-
tention, none to be scorned.
He did it because he was too great a man, too highly in-
spired a spirit to pay attention to national boundries, con-
vinced that knowledge should spread all over the world, and
the sooner the better.
He did it because he knew that among biomedical fields,
nephrology is a privileged branch, including so many various
orientations that it shall pave the way to the medicine of the
future as it has during the last three decades.
He did it simply because he felt he had to do it, exactly as
he always fulfilled his duties.
John Putnam Merrill has reached the top. He now rests in
peace, on the Olympus of Humanity.
GABRIEL RICHET
President
International Society of Nephrology
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